From Community Health Workers to Community Health Systems: Time to Widen the Horizon?
-Community health workers (CHWs) have reemerged as significant cadres in low- and middle-income countries and are now seen as an integral part of achieving the goal of universal health coverage (UHC). In international guidance and support, the emphasis is increasingly shifting from a focus on the outcomes of CHW-based interventions to the systems requirements for implementing and sustaining CHW programs at scale. A major challenge is that CHW programs interface with both the formal health system (requiring integration) and community systems (requiring embedding) in context-specific and complex ways. Collectively, these elements and relationships can be seen as constituting a unique sub-system of the overall health system, referred to by some as the community health system. The community health system is key to the performance of CHW programs, and we argue for a more holistic focus on this system in policy and practice. We further propose a definition and spell out the main actors and attributes of the community health system and conclude that in international debates on UHC, much can be gained from recognizing the community health system as a definable sphere in its own right.